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Abstract

Evaluation is so paramount in students' lives that researchers have found that for many students, one's self-
worth is intricately tied to onc's performance. Self-handicapping is a strategy that may be used to maintain onc's
self-worth. This anticipatory tactic typically involves the use of procrastination: by procrastinating, one clouds the
causal factors involved in performance, such that in the event of poor performance, one may attribute the low grade
to lack of cffort rather than to low ability. Considering the regative impa.t of this strategy on students' learning and
performance, identifying the factors that trigger students' self-handicapping behaviors is imperative. We examined
demographic, motivational, and contextual factors at three different time points during a semester, and found that
motivational and classroom context variables were stronger predictors of college students' self-handicapping than

were demographic variables. These results are discussed in light of implications for instruct'on and suggestions for

interventions.

Background

Being evaluated is a fundamental aspect of schooling. Indeed, evaluation is so paramount in students' lives
that rescarchers have found that for many students, one's sclf-worth is intricately tied -- perhaps even equated -- to
one's performance (Covington, 1992: Covington & Beery, 1976; Rosenberg, 1965). The affective consequences of
cvaluation are powerful: success leads to a joyous sense of competence, whereas failure translates to a humiliating
sensc of inadequacy. It is because of this link between self-worth and performance that for some, effort can become a
"double-edged sword" (Covington, 1992). That is, cffort paired with success is a laudable combination, but consider
the alternative outcome: cftort paired with failure. That particular coupling of events carrics devastating .
implications of low ability and incompetence, and can lcad to the usc of a strategy called sclf-handicapping.

Sclf-handicapping involves the creation of obstacles to success, which allow one to muddy the attributional
waters of performance. In other words, by strategically creating obstacles to success, one's failure may be attributed
to the obstacles, whereas onc's success may be ascribed to exceptional ability (Covington, 1992; Garcia & Pintrich,
1994). This anticipatory strategy can take on many guises, but the most common impediment used in the academic
domain is the withdrawal of cffort, typically by procrastination. Self-handicapping can, accordingly, resuit in poor
performance, but not trying and doing poorly is still considered to be the lesser of two evils (Covington, 1992). In
other words, if one fears onc's inadequacy, why risk confirming that inadequacy by devoting effort to the task? This
unfortunate strategy may help protect one's sensc of self-worth, but bodes poorly for one's chances to learn and for
the likclihood of high achicvement.

Accordingly. identifying the personal and contextual factors that trigger students' self-handicapping
hehaviors is especially relevant considering the negative impact of this strategy on students' learning and performance
(Covington, 1992; Garcia & Pintrich, 1994). The goal of this study is to cmpirically examine various factors that
arc involved in self-handicapping, and to weigh the relative impact of personal factors and of contextual factors on
the caleulated withdrawal of cffort.

Given the strong ties between affect and performance in self-handicapping, the personal factors that we

proposed would be predictive of this strategy included several motivational variables. The focus on performance and
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its implications for self-worth should mitigate onc's endorsement of intrinsic goals (e.g., Dweck & Leggett, 1988)
and be related to greater levels of anxiety (Covington, 1992; Smith, Snyder, & Handelsman, 1982). Higher levels of
self-handicapping should be found in students who have low expectations for success, and who are doubtful about
their competencies (self-efficacy: e.g., Schunk, 1989): that is, the anticipation of poor performance sets the stage
for self-handicapping. The preceding motivational variables address the affective component of self-handicapping.
However, since self-handicapping in the academic domain typically involves procrastination, low effort, and dilatory
behavior, self-handicapping may also have a coniative component. Accordingly, we tested to see if volitional control
(Corno, 1993) is indeed negatively related to self-handicapping. Finally, there is some evidence for gender and racial
differences in self-handicapping. Work done with adolescents has documented that boys arc more likely to self-
handicap than girls (Garcia & Pintrich, 1993), and that minority students engage in higher levels of self-
handicapping than do their Anglo counterparts (Covington, 1992; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Steele, 1992). Because
gender and race appear to contribute to self-handicapping, we also included these demographic components in our
analyses.

The imporiance of contextual variables was highlighted by a recent study conducted by Arunkumar, Maehr,
& Midgley (1995). These researchers found that perceiving a ceiling on one’s future opportunities significantly
predicted self-handicapping among middle school students (cf. Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Machr, Ames, and their
colleagues have also stressed the role of classroom goal structures, as well as the role of the classroom environment
on students’ motivation. If the opportunity structure of society plays a role in self-handicapping, we may logically
anticipate that the local opportunity structure of the classroon. should play an important role as well. That is, one's
clagsroom experiences may indeed contribute to the impetus to self-handicap. If a student views the class to be

ability-focused, competitive, difficult, and low in meaningfulness, the emphasis on ability and the perception of a

lack of emotional support should lay the ground for self-handicapping. Of course, the instructor is a crucial element

of the course experience. Perhaps having an organized, enthusiastic, and competent teacher might provide a
motivational boost that attenuates self-handicapping.

Accordingly, the research yuestions to be addressed in this study arc as follows. First, do the personal and
contextual variables discussed above relate to sclf-handicapning in the manner expected? Second, which of these
factors are the strongest predictors of self-handicapping? Third, does the pattern of results (with regard to magnitude
and direction of the predictors) vary over time? We should not neglect the fact that time is also a context:
motivation cbbs and flows, and classroom experiences build upon one another. We considered it important to

examine what predicted sclf-handicapping at different points in time.

Method
Subjcets. Participants were 529 college students enrolled at a large southwestern rescarch university. Students were
sampled from three courses: Introduction to Educational Psychology (N = 414): Introduction to Psychology (N =
28); and Introduction to Statistics (N = 87). Students participated in this study as part of their course requirements.
Women comprised 55% (N = 291) of the sample, and minorities constituted 32.1% (N =170, mostly Latino, Asian,

and African-American) of the sample. The same survey instrument was administered three times during the Fall
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1994 semester. Time I data were gathered approximately three weeks into the semester, and the Time 2 and Time 3
data were collected approximately five and ten weeks after the first administration.

Measures. Students' motivational beliefs (intrinsic goal orientation, self-efficacy, and test-anxicty) were assessed
using three scales taken from the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ: Pintrich, Smith, Garcia,
& McKeachie, 1993). The volitional control scale used here was taken from work done at the University of
Michigan (e.g., Garcia & Pintrich, 1993), and our measure of self-handicapping was taken from work done by Strube
(1986). Finally, several measures of course perceptions based on the research done by Moos, aqd Machr and his
collcagues (focus on ability, competition among students, course difficulty, course meaningfulness, and instructor
quality) were included in the survey instrument. Questions were directed at the course level and Likert-scaled from |
to 5 (1 = low, 5 = high). Cronbach alphas for the scales were acceptable, ranging from .62 to .90. Finally, in order
to obtain a gauge of students' expectancies for success, we asked "What do you expect to get as your overall course
grade?". Descriptive statistics and alphas for our measures are shown in Table 1.

Analyses. Because self-handicapping is proposed to be a strategy affected by context, parallel sets of hierarchical
regressions were conducted separately for the Time 1, Time 2, and Time 3 data to address what predicted self-

handicapping during different points in the semester. Indeed, correlations between the threc measures of self-

handicapping indicated that self-handicapping did fluctuate during the course of the semester (t1)12 = .64; I3 =
.68; rry13 = .58). Each set of regressions consisted of four blocks of predictor variables, with self-handicapping
used as the dependent variable. The first block regressed self-handicapping on gender and race. The second block
regressed self-handicapping on gender, race, and the interaction between gender and race. The third block regressed
sclf-handicapping on gender, race, gender x race, and motivational beliefs (intrinsic goal orientation, self-efficacy, test
anxicty, and expectancy for success). The final equation regressed self-handicapping on gender, race, gender x race,
motivational beliefs, and course perceptions (focus on ability, competition among students, course difficulty, course
mecaningfulness, and instructor quality). This type of hierarchical entry allowcd us to measure how much additional -
variance was accounted for by each of the blocks: in other words, we were able to test how much of the variance in
sclf-handicapping was due to background variables; how much of the variance in self-handicapping was duc to

motivational variables; how much of the variance in self-handicapping was duc to course perceptions.

Results
Sclf-handicapping at the beginning of the semester. As we can see in Table 2, gender, but not being a minority
student (nor the interaction between the two variables) significantly predicted sc'lf-handicupping (R2 = .06). Women
tended to report lower levels of self-handicapping than did the men, although the magnitude of this effect was reduced
by «a third when accounting for motivational variables, and halved when accounting for both motivation and course
pereeptions. Motivation accounted for the largest portion of the variance of Time | self-handicapping (26%): high
anxicty and low levels of volitional control were associated with greater self-handicapping. Expected course grade
was not significantly related to self-handicapping, although this tnay be due to restricted variance: all students
scemed to belicve they would do quite well in their ¢ urses, at least at the onset of the semester (see Table 1, M =

3.75). Course perceptions accounted for an additional 8% of the variance in self-handicapping: course
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meaningfulness was associated with lower levels of self-handicapping, while course difficulty and a focus on ability
were related to higher levels of self-handicapping. A total of 40% of the variance in Time 1 self-handicapping was
accounted for by the 13 predictor variables.

Self-handicapping at the middle of the semester. The regressions using Time 2 measures also documented a gender
gap in self-handicapping. As in the previous analyses, women reported lower levels of self-handicapping than did
men (see Table 3). The gender gap decreased slightly when accounting for motivational beliefs, and the magnitude of
the gender gap was halved when both motivation and course perceptions were included in the equation. The effect of
being a member of a minority group was significant only in the third equation: after accounting for gendcr,
motivation, and expectancy for success, minority students reported lower 1. vels of self-handicapping than did their
Anglo counterparts. Racial differences in self-handicapping were washr d out, however, when course perceptions were
taken into account. It appears ‘hat by the middle of the semester, not only do test anxiety and volitional control
predict self-handicapping, one's intrinsic goals for the class also chime in, albeit weakly: high levels of intrinsic
goal orientation were negatively related to self-handicapping. Low expectations for success were related to higher
levels of self-handicapping. With regard to course perceptions, an ability focus, high course difficulty, and low
course meaningfulness were related to greater self-handicapping. It is interesting to note that here, perceiving one's
instructor as organized, competent, and effective is related to higher levels of self-handicapping (after accounting for
personal characteristics, motivation, and other course perceptions). The bivariate correlation between instructor
quality and self-handicapping (at Time 2) is -.16; it appears that what we have here is an example of suppression
(Cohen & Cohen, 1983). The relatively high corrclation between instructor quality and course meaningfulness (r =
.62) may be the cause of this odd effect. Course meaningfulness may add irrelevant variance to instructor quality, so
that in a multivariate analysis, the direction of the relationship between instructor quality and sclf-handicapping is
the reverse of the bivariate association. Twenty-nine percent of the variance in Time 2 sclf-handicapping was
accounted for by motivational factors. An additional 13% of the variance was .attributablc to background variables
(3%) and course perceptions (10%).

Sclf—handicappin'g at the end of the semester. At the end of the semester, women continued to report lower levei » of
sclf-handicapping than did men (sce Table 4). However, this difference disappeared when motivation and course
perceptions were taken into account. As with the Time 2 regressions, the effect of being a minority was significant
only when gender, motivation, and expectancy for success were in the equation: once course perceplions were
included, the racial gap was washed out. The only motivational variables that significantly predicted self-
handicapping were test anxiety (B = .18) and volitional control (B = -.42). Consistent with the Time 1 and Time 2
results, perceiving one's course as being high in ability focus and low in meaningfulness were rclated to higher
levels of setf-handicapping. We again found the suppression effect for instructor quality here (regression B = .14:
bivariatc r between self-handicapping and instructor quality = -.17; bivariate r between course meaningfulness and
instructor uality = .57). All told. 40% of the variance in Time 3 setf-handicapping was attributable to the joint

cffects of background variables (3%). motivational components (25%). and course pereeptions (12%).
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Discussion

The results presented here provide evidence for the depiction of self-handicapping as a dynamic,
contextually-driven strategy, rather than a static trait. These data highlight the role of affcctive concerns in self-
regulation, since students' motivation and reactions to a specific learning setting seem to play an important role in
the degree of effort and cognitive engagement invested in a particular learning task (Covington, 1992; Garcia &
Pintrich, 1994; Garcia, Matula, Harris, Dowdy, Lissi, Davila, & Powdrill, 1995; Garner, 1990).

It is indeed encouraging to find that self-handicapping does fluctuate, and that it appears to be more of a
function of motivational and contextual variables than individual difference variables such as gender and race. In
other words, if self-handicapping is more strongly influenced by variables which might be altered, then we can
identify ways in whic'i we can attenuate the incidence of self-handicapping among students. For example, we can
teach volitional contrc! strategies (e.g., Corno, 1987; 1992; 1993). We can also modify the classroom and school
environments to be less focused on ability, by implementing the TARGET curriculum developed by Maehr and her
colleagues (e.g., Anderman & Maet r, 1994; Maehr & Midgley, 1991).

We had two odd findings: the first involves the relationship between perceived instructor quality and self-
handicapping. After adjusting for iie effects of the other variables in the analyses, perceived instructor quality
positively predicted self-handicapping at Times 2 and 3. We certainly would not suggest that teachers decrease the
quality of their efforts in an attempt to attenuate self-handicapping on the part of their students! We did note that
this odd effect may be due to course meaningfulness adding irrelevant variance to perceived instructor quality, thus
reversing the direction of the original relationship betwceen instructor quality and self-handicapping. Upon further
reflection, this seemingly distorted effect may not be a statistical artifact after all.

Our reasoning is as follows: a student may place the blame on his/her poor performance on the
ineffectiveness of the instructor -- in other words, "I didn't do well because I wasn’t taught well." If the instructor is
considered to be organized, cffective, and enthusiastic, that particular source of culpability for poor performance is
climinated. This then should sct the stage for self-handicapping: since the teacher cannot be blamed, one must
arrange the circumstances so that low effort may be considered the cause of poor performance. In other words, one
procrastinates so that in thc cvent of a low grade, onc may claim, "I've got a good tcacher, but I did poorly becausce I
didn’t study enough.” Our original cxpectation of tcacher effectiveness providing a motivational boost which may
discourage self-handicapping was not borne out at the multivariate level. However, it is important to remember that
it is only after adjusting for motivational and contextual variables that the association between instructor quality and
sclf-handicapping changed from negative to positive. This suggests that if we implement changes such as teaching
students volitional control strategics and cultivating a mastery-focusec learning climate, that should alter students'
motivational oricntations so that students do not equate poor performance with low ability. If a student is able to
separate performance from ability, she or he need not seck to blame the teacher for not doing well, nor strategically
attenuate his or her elforts so that the attributions for poor performance are clouded.

The sccond odd finding was the lack of association between self-handicapping and self-efficacy in our
regressions. The zero-order correlations between self-efficacy and sclf-handicapping were negative (rs were -.24, -.29,

and -.28 at Times 1. 2, and 3, respectively), but after adjusting for the other variables in the equations, the
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associations between these two variables were washed out. The negative bivariate correlations bear out our
hypothesis that expectations for poor performance trigger dilatory behaviors. However, it appears to be the case that
the common variance between self-efficacy and self-handicapping is largely accounted for by the other variables in the
analysis.

These data provide evidence for the complex and dynamic nature of student classroom motivation. The use
of self-handicapping among our students strongly suggests that we, as educators, take a serious look at the tacit
messages being sent and the competitive norms operating in the classroom (Covington, 1992; Garcia, 1995; Maehr
& Midgley, 1991; Nicholls, 1989). Rosenholtz and her colleagues (Rosenholtz & Simpson, 1984; Rosenholtz &
Wilson, 1980) have noted the importance of classroom grading and groupiny practices in the development of
students' conceptions of ability: how a unidimensional classroom organization (which is characterized by
undifferentiated academic task structure, low student autonomy, scgregation according to ability, and use of formal
performance evaluations) promotes the narrow definition of ability as immutable and as perfectly indicated by
performance on academic tasks. Indeed, the assumption of the equivalence of performance and ability is naive and ill-
founded, yet is tremendously widespread. If we change the classroom and school environments to be
multidimensional -- that is, offer multiple tasks and multiple means of assessment, allow for greater student
autonomy, and use heterogeneous ability grouping when grouping is called for -- we set the stage for positive
motivation, which then decreases the likelihood of strategies such as sclf-handicapping. If we are to cultivate
positive motivational beliefs among our students, so that being in school does not posc a threat to onc's self-worth,
multidimensional classrooms, with their emphasis on alternative asscssment and cooperative task structures, appear

to be promising solutions.
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Descriptive statistics for rnotivation and course perception variables
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Time 1 Time 2 Time 3
Mcan SD  Alpha Mean  SD  Alpha Mean €D  Alpha
Motivational components (scaled | - 5)
Intrinsic goal orientation 338 .72 .69 329 .78 75 326 .82 a7
Self-efficacy 4.18 .60 .88 4.07 .67 .90 4.04 .71 .89
Test anxiety 3.10 91 .78 3.03 91 .80 292 .94 .82
Volitional control 333 60 .73 326 60 .72 324 .60 73
Sclf-handicapping 235 72 .67 262 .74 .67 272 .72 .65
Expectancy for success (scaled 0 - 4.0)
Expected final course grade 375 49 - 348 .60 - 3.29 .66 -
Course perceptions (scaled I - 5)
Focus on ability 1.62 .61 .73 1.80 .77 .80 1.85 .83 A
Competition among students 206 .82 .74 2,13 89 .80 2,14 92 ..
Coursc difficulty 1.82 .63 74 2222 .72 62 2.38 .76 .62
Course meaningfulness 377 .65 .74 3.62 .69 76 3.52 .74 78
Instructor quality 4.07 .72 .87 3.85 .81 .89 3.81 .86 .90
Table 2
Hierarchical regression results using Time 1 measures
Block 1 Blok 2 Block 3 Block 4

Background variables
Gender (0 = male; 1 = female) - 23%** -22%: - ] 5%E* - 10*
Race (0 = Anglo; 1 = minority) 05 07 .03 .06
Gender x Race -.03 .02 .03
Motivational variables
Intrinsic goal oricntation -.01 .00
Sclf-efficacy -03 .02
Test anxicty L@k J6FFE
Volitional control - 45%E* - 45%%
Expectancy for success
Expected final course grade -.04 -.05
Classroom Perceptions
Focus on ability 22k
Competition among students -.08
Course difticulty 2%
Coursc meaningfulness - 10%
Instructor quality .02
R 06+ * ks RVELL Ak
Change in R2 00 20%0* 0

Nole. Missing data were handled using listwise deletion. Standardized regression coefficients are shown.

Significance levels are denoted as follows: * p < .05 ** p < 01, *** p < 001,

{0
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Tabic 3
Hicrarchical regression resuits using Time 2 measures

Block 1 Block 2 Block 3 Block 4
Background variables
Gender (0 = male; | = female) - 16X * - 19k k* - 14%* -.09*
Race (0 = Anglo: I = minc.%tv) -.02 -.06 - 11 -.05
Gender x Race .06 .07 .08
Motivational variables
Intrinsic goal orientation -.09* -.08*
Self-efficacy -.03 : .07
Test anxiety 20 L 5Hkx
Volitional control -39 xk - 44xx*
Expectancy for success
Expected final course grade -.10* - 12%*
Classroom Perceptions
Focus on ability JPTRRE
Competition among students -.02
Course difficulty L THEE
Course meaningfulness - 1O **
Instructor quality TR
R? 03%** 03+ kYRR A42¥¥*
Change in R2 .00 29%%x 1QHkx

Note. Missing data were handled using listwisc deletion, Standardized regression coefficients are shown.
Significance levels are denoted as follows: * p <.05; ** p <.0l; *** p < 001,

Table 4
Hicrarchical regression results using Time 3 measures

Block 1 Block 2 Block 3 Block 4
Background variables
Gender (0 = male; | = female) - 5%k - I5** - 10% -.03
Race (0 = Anglo; | = minority) -.07 -.08 -.12% -03
Gender x Race .01 02 -.01
Motivational variables ]
Intrinsic goal oricntation -.03 -.07
Sclf-efficacy -05 .07
Test anxicty L @xER e
Valitional control - 42k X S ol
Expectancy for success
Expected final course grade -04 -.06
Cluassroom Perceptions
Focus on ability DTREE
Competition among students .04
Coursc difficulty .09
Course meaningfulness - 12%
Instructor qualily R
R2 L3 3% 28k AO¥k*
Change in R? 00 Q5% 12wk

Note. Missing data were handled using listwise deletion. Standardized regression cocefficients are shown.
Significance levels are denoted as follows: * p < 05; ** p < .01; ¥+ p < 001,
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